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Ghost in the Machine 
Part Two 
By Warren Newsom (HEROID) 


Now. 

‘The data on the drive contained the utility maps of 
Paragon City. Ben processed the information from 
his secondary data system into the part of him he 
considered his mind. In seconds he knew intuitive- 
ly how to travel the subterranean corridors beneath 
Paragon City. 

He didn’t understand how the process worked. 
He knew he wasn’t just some number-crunching 
computer. He was no smarter than when he was 
a man, with a brain of flesh and blood instead of 
micro-circuitry. How was his being contained in 
this form? The science of it was beyond him. 

Right now though, he knew exactly where he 
wanted to go. His massive hand effortlessly removed 
the sewer grate, and he stepped in. No map was 
displayed in his video display, he didn’t need it. He 
knew instinctively which building in Steel Canyon 
he needed to reach, and what direction to travel in 
as if he were taking a drive around his home town, 

Crossing through a water purification station, 
he suddenly picked up the unmistakable sounds 
of battle. Across the station, over the din of the 
huge sump pump, gunfire erupted. Shouted 
threats and the thud of massive fists echoed in 
the room. He needed to pass through here to 
reach Steel Canyon. 

‘The fracas was intense. It looked like a group 
of heroes had encountered a band of the disturbed 
homeless, the Lost. The heroes -- a little green 
buggy guy, who jumped and dodged as he punched 
and kicked; a chick in a form-fitting, gleaming blue 
costume who was blasting the bad guys with a bliz- 
zard of snow; and a big guy in a star-spangled cape 
who had a dozen of the Lost hanging off of him 
-- were all unknown to Ben. 

He waited until he was sure the good guys 
would win, and then snuck past into another 
dark tunnel. 


Days ago. 
“Hey, tin man, I gota lead,” said Purple Nebula 


over the com. “A homeless man says he saw a truck 
make a delivery to a utility access in King’s Row. 
His description suggested one of Dr. Vahzilok’s Ei- 
dolons oversaw the unloading.” 

“Did he get the tag number o’ th’ truck?” Ben 
asked as he raced to where Purple Nebula waited 
for him. 

“Yeah. Already traced it. It’s registered to Crey 
Industries.” 
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“Any idea what th’ payload was? Weapons? 
Equipment?” 

“The man said it looked like body bags.” 

Purple Nebula had already pried open the iron 
grate when Ben arrived. 

“This is the spot,” she said, “After you.” 

Ben nodded and they descended into the sewers. 


Now. 

Ben looked at the column of concrete and 
steel before him. Behind him a thirty foot long 
HEROID-sized tunnel emerged into this sub-base- 
Hundreds of feet above him, a gleaming 
tower of glass stretched into the sky -- Crey Steel 
Canyon Center. Across the sub-basement were six 
more of the columns. 

If one of these support columns was significantly 
damaged, the building would still be stable, though 
repairs would have to be made. Two of the columns 
and the building would be in danger of collapse. It 
would take months to repair, and then still might 
not be stable enough for use. It would be in danger 
of being condemned. Three columns, the whole 
skyscraper could fall within minutes. 

A sound like thunder boomed underground as 
Ben began pounding away at a column. 


ment. 


see 


“Are you a robot, or a man in a metal suit?” 
The woman was pretty, but he had heard the ques- 
tion before. 

He still didn't know how to answer it. 


ee 


Days ago. 

Purple Nebula left Ben to plant tele-tags on the 
recovered bodies while she ran after the last fleeing 
Reaper. The tele-tags would send the bodies to the 
morgue for identification. She hadn't been gone 
long before an anguished scream filled the sewers. 
She let the Reaper go, and raced back to where she'd 
left Ben. 

She found him on his knees over one of the 
bodies. 

“Js ... was it someone you knew?” she asked 
him. 

“Tt... irs me!” he wailed. “It’s my body! The 
bastards let me die!” 


Now. 

“What are you up to?” 

‘The voice startled Ben, and he stopped pound- 
ing on the building support and turned to face the 
speaker. It was the little, green, buggy superhero he 
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had passed a little while before. 

“Whaddaya want Bug-boy?” Ben leaned for- 
ward and shifted his weight to his back foot, pre- 
pared for a fight. 

“The name’s Vandal Bug. Aren't you Heroid? 
Tye seen you around.” 

“Yeah, well, go away Vandal Bug before I 
squash ya.” 

Ben couldn't tell if the hero was in- 
timidated behind the bug-eye goggles 
and face-covering mask. He hadn't set 
out to hurt anybody, but if Vandal Bug 
challenged him, he would fight. 

Vandal Bug put up his fists. “This 
bug squashes back.” 

“Yeah, well, go away.” Ben turned 
and went back to smashing the support. “I got 
stuff do.” 

He wondered if Vandal Bug would attack him 
or not. A pile of concrete chips was up to Ben's 
robotic knees. He had beaten away a third of the 
thickness of the column. 

Seconds passed and Ben heard Vandal Bug 
again. “At least tell me why you're doing this. 
Maybe you've got a good reason, say, there’s an 
alien portal in the middle of that support. Or 
maybe you counted all the columns and that one’s 
the fifth one ....” 

Ben stopped and turned to face the buggy hero. 

“Get it?” 

“No” 

“The fifth column...?” 

"IT don’t get it. Now leave me alone,” Ben 
growled. 

“We both know I can’t do that,” Vandal Bug 
sounded earnest. Ben didn’t really want to fight 
him. 

“Revenge,” Ben finally said. 

“What?” 

“Tm doing this for revenge. I’m going to bring 
Crey Industries down one building at a time. 
Starting here.” 

Even through the mask, Ben could tell that the 
bug was taken aback, 

Vandal Bug shook his head and sighed. Ben 
turned to start bashing at the support again. 

“Stop it!” the smaller hero suddenly inserted 
himself between Ben and the column. 

A giant metal fist almost smashed into the bug's 
face. Ben growled and snatched him up, lifted him 
over his head to toss him away, but Vandal Bug 
twisted loose and landed gracefully. 

“They won't care. Don’t you see that? Their 
insurance will pay off and they'll turn a profit and 
they won't even care about the building.” 

Ben paused. He had not thought of that. 
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“And what about the people in the building?” 
Vandal Bug asked. 

“That's why I’m doin’ this so late. The buildin’s 
empty. Automated security.” 

“But do you know that? Do you? What if some 
janitor is working long hours to pay for his kid’s 
Christmas?” 


ese 


“What if some jerk made his secretary stay all 
night to get a presentation ready for some big meet- 
ing? What if she’s somebody's mom or sister?” 

8g: y 


TO 


“And Crey still wouldn’t care. You know what 
they would care about? That they corrupted you - 
- turned you into a killer. They would care because 
that’s what they do to us and they would be happy 
about it.” 

Ben was silent. 

“Come on, Heroid. You're one of the Good 
Guys...” 

Ben looked at the damage he had dealt. It was 
repairable. 

Vandal Bug watched the big machine-man go 
limp, as if someone had flicked a switch and turned 
him off. 

“So,” Ben said finally, “I guess we need t’go turn 
me in fer what I done here.” 

Vandal Bug looked at the pile of concrete chips. 
“Nyah. Let ‘em think the Council did this.” 

Ben cocked his head. 

“Let ‘em think the Council was trying to take 
out the 5th Column.” 

This time Ben laughed, loud and hardy. 

“See, my jokes really are funny.” Vandal Bug 
said. “I don’t know why nobody ever laughs...” 

Ben took a look around. His mind was clear for 
the first time in days, Revenge would kill his soul 
as surely as Crey had killed his body. Their victory 
would be doubled. He couldn't let that happen. 

“C'mon Bug, let's get outta here.” 


ee 


“It is what is inside you -- what you feel inside you 
- that makes you human,” Purple Nebula had said. 
She was right. 


wee 
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Solar Surfer: Part Two 
By Matthew Wallace (Plasma) 


When Dylan awakened this time, it was with 
vivid sensation. Not in his arms and legs, which were 
still numb, but searing lashes of pain that cut across 
his face. Once again, his mouth was obstructed with 
a full-blown breathing tube. 

“Dylan? Thank God you're awake.” It was Don 
Baxter, the President of the Writers Guild of Paragon 
City. “As soon as we got out, we watched another 
one of those ships slam right into the building and 
then fall over and take half of the theater with it. I 
thought for sure you'd be dead...*... but out of no- 
where, the Back Alley Brawler appeared, asking if we 
were OK. When we told him you and Jake were still 
in there, he started clawing through the rubble like a 
man possessed.” 

Don took a breath. “The doctors say you'll be 
okay, although you're not going to be quite the pretty 
boy you were. A shard of concrete dislodged from 
the ceiling and hit you dead on. Broke your nose 
and jaw.” Don paused and grinned at him. “You re- 
ally need to find a new way to get your inspiration. I 
know they say write what you know, but you have to 
live through it, first.” 

Dylan couldn't laugh with the breathing tube in 
place, but his friend could see the light in his eyes. 
After a moment, Don rose. “Okay, well, they want 
me to let you get your rest.” 

Dylan would have thanked him for being there if 
he could. 


Hello., The voice roused Dylan from his rest. 

Hello? Dylan cracked his eyes, looking around, 
but the room seemed empty. His jaw burned from 
the breathing tube. 

Good. You have regained consciousness. I must con- 
verse with you, human. 

Dylan's eyes blinked frantically, peering around 
the room. What in the world? Dylan thought. 

Not what, but who, human. You do not need to 
speak out loud. I can hear your thoughts. The voice was 
soothing and warm. 

Ubh ... who ... who are you? Where are you? Dylan 
thought. 

1am called a word that loosely translates into “Su- 
pernova” in your tongue. An exploding star. 

I know what a supernova is, Dylan thought, but 
what are you? 

1 apologize, human. You are the first I have spoken 
to. 1am a Kheldian. An alien, you might say. 1am here, 
in contact with you. I do not have a body, so to speak, 

Youre ... an alien? How are we talking like this? 
‘The breathing tube remained in his throat, and his 
chest rose and fell rhythmically. 
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I have touched your mind. I apologize for this, 
but [ have rummaged through your memories while 
you slept. I would normally not have trespassed with- 
out your permission, but I am injured and will not 
survive long. 

What? Why not? 

I was injured by a Nictus. They are dark beings of 
energy, similar to my kind but with no respect for life or 
free will. My energies are weakening steadily. 

Wait! Dylan’s concern cut into the thought. 
Invasion? 

Yes, human. Your world has been invaded by the 
Rikti, invaders from another world bent on taking yours 
far their own. 

Thats what crashed into the auditorium? Dylan 
thought back to the pewter-colored dreadnaught 
that shattered the theatre. 

That is correct. I watched the first hours of the inva- 
sion, trying to help your people as best I could. Several 
Riki craft were felled by your heroes, but the devasta- 
tion was terrible. 

‘This seems unreal, Dylan thought. 

It is all too real, human, 

Fora moment, the sense of contact wavered, then 
resumed. Can't a doctor help you? Dylan asked. 

No, human. Your hospitals cannot treat me. I do not 
have a body that they would even recognize as such. 

What will you do? 

‘That is why I am speaking to you, human. My only 
chance to survive is to find a human host. We kheld- 
ians have the ability to merge ourselves with a host be- 
ing, uniting with them to become more than the sum 
of our parts. 

Wait, you want to take over my body? 

Not at all, human. I wish to enter into a partner- 
ship where we will share our bodies, I was drawn to you 
because your body is only half what it was meant to be. 
Likewise, I am reduced to half of my potential. Unlike 
you, however, I will perish if I remain in this state for 
much longer. That is why I ask you to share your form 
with me. 

1... what would happen if I said yes? Dylan was 
sympathetic with the creature's plight, as he knew 
what it felt like to be whole one moment, and bro- 
ken the next. 

Where we are of two wills, we will become one. 
We will be very close. Your ideals are in harmony 
with mine, human, and that is why I am drawn to 
you as a partner. 

So it wouldn't be like two minds controlling one 
body? I wouldn't be fighting you to walk forwards while 
you wanted to walk sideways? 

Such chaos would render cohabitation of your form 
useless. It is difficult to explain to one such as yourself 
who has never experienced such a union, I can only 


Continued page 8 
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Surfer 


Continued from page 5 
say that harmony in a willing union is as automatic as 
breathing. 

But I can't even do that myself, Dylan replied, a 
note of bitterness tinging his skeptical thinking. 

But you will. Once lam anchored within your form, 
we will be more than the sum of our parts. I can heal 
your body. It will be stronger than it has ever been. That 
is the other reason I chose you. If you give me refuge, I 
can give much back to you. 

What? Dylan asked incredulously. You mean... [ 
would walk again? 

That is correct. The injuries that you have sustained 
are easily within my power to correct after we unite. 

I... Lam afraid. 

1am also afraid, human. My hour draws nigh. I 
chose you because I saw quickly how bravery pervades 
every fiber of your being, and how you have placed 
others above yourself. I have little time to offer assur- 
ances to you, but I can say that I may perish if you 
deny me. I would prefer more time to explain, but I 
have no such luxury. 

I don't know. I've dreamed of walking. I have 
dreams where my arms and legs work, and I push 
out into the surf again... but I’ve spent years telling 
myself those were just dreams, and to live my life. To 
make the most of what I have, because it is still so 
much to be thankful for. 

Dylan was expecting a response, but the feeling 
of contact grew tenuous, He got nervous. 

Hello? Dylan asked, reaching out desperately to 
the thread of contact which remained. 
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I... am here, human. My time is here. I can offer no 
more assurances. If you wish to open yourself to a way- 
ward traveler, I swear that you will surf again, in the sea 
and across the sky. Otherwise... And for a moment, 
the contact wavered again. ... otherwise I perish. 

Dylan decided then: he didn’t know what was go- 
ing on, he wasn't sure if he could believe this, but if 
for one moment he could feel the sea again, he could 
not say no. If he was doomed for that weakness, that 
longing, then so be it. 

I will do it, Dylan said. 

‘There was no response. Then at the back of his 
mind, Dylan felt something. Like a tender embrace, 
he felt it. His very sense of self felt something smooth 
slide around it, then permeate it. He knew who he 
was. And he knew he was also someone else. In the 
space of a heartbeat, all he knew about himself was 
complemented. He had been a surfer chasing an 
endless summer, a crippled man who pushed away 
the woman he loved like a martyr, a writer who de- 
veloped a talent for conveying sensuality he lacked 
and longed for. He was now also a soldier in a war 
between light and darkness, a selfless lover of free- 
dom, and a surfer who rode across the sky as energy 
in the way thar Dylan had once rode the sea. 

Warmth began to spread through Dylan's body. It 
was like his dreams, when his limbs could feel again. 
A wave of pins and needles swept through his body, 
and then he began to cough spasmodically. His eyes 
wide, he reached up and threaded the tubing out of 
his mouth, his arms responding defily as if he were 
never injured. 


We are alive, he thought. 


To be continued... 
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